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CHAPTER 1





of thevillage.As shebeganto scrubthedish,thewind
broughthernewsof anapproachingroupof singers.
Shesatup,listeninglikeadogsensinganintruder.It
was,indeed,the soundof drumsand singing.Mter a
wholeweekof feelingcagedin thisvillage,something














Olabisi fidgetedon her feet.'There is a group of
singerscomingfromsomewhereup thevillage.'
'So?'
'I ...I justwantedto go outsideandwatch.'
'Not untilyoufinishyourwork.'










'Are you deaf?You arehereto spendyourholidays
with me,not to singyourfather'snamein my ears.Do
weunderstandeachother?'
'Yes,Mama.'Call I go /lOUl?
'Uselessman.Skirtchaser.Ishestillchasingwomen?'
'No,Mama.'Except that lawyer,Oyah, a/ld shehas never
calledhim useless.





you to watchthedancers.You canbecomelike oneof
them,youknow.'
'Who arethey,Mama?'
















where she kept most of her favouritethings.She
rememberedshovingthe camerainsidethe bag.Bllt
where is the bag?Thereit was,sittingon thefloor,atthe
footof thebed.












sweat,unwashedpantieshewouldkill for if anyoneelse
triedto seethem,dirtyjeansslaughteredat theknees,
slips,skirts,over-sizeT-shirts,stolenlipstick... thecamera.
She snatchedit out of the bag, scatteringher
remainingthingsall over the place.Now her room
lookedasif it hadbeenhit by abomb.I will pack later,





'I'm '" I amsorry,Mama.'
'Did youhavetojump outof thewindow?'




girl.Your fatherisjust lettingyougrowup wild in the
city.'
Thensheturnedtowatchthebondowomendancing
their wayup the dustyroad.With her camerain her
hand,Olabisitook up positiona few teetawayfrom
Makalay,awayfromthereachof herquickhand.Some











The maskeddancer wore a giant ratTiaskirt,
extendingfromthebaseof her neckto her knees.She
was quick on her feet,dancingon her toesin small
circles,then in trianglesand squares,twistingevery
whichwayin harmonywith thedrums.Her giantraffia
skirt fannedout,swishingthiswayandthenthatway,
with eachpowerfultwist of her body.Olabisi edged
closer,tryingto captureeachbreath-takingtwistwith
hercamera.Daddyis going to love this.





Then camethe group of half-nakedgirls.Olabisi
countedsix.The oldestwas about twelve,two years
youngerthanOlabisi.Theyoungestlookedsixyearsold.
Eachhada lappa,apieceof cloth,tiedunderherarmpits,
the waywomentie towelsafterhavinga bath.Their
hands,feetandfaceswerepaintedbrightwithwhiteclay.
They weredancingbarefooton the stonyroad.If
Olabisihad dancedlike that,shewould end up with
bleedingfeetandnotwearshoesfor days.Yetthesegirls,






time that she had been takingpictures,Olabisi had
masteredthelyricsandwashummingalongunderher
breath.
I must take close-uppictures.Shebeganto danceher
waydownthesteps,singingalongwith thebandagirls.
For the time being,this could takethe placeof the
nightclubsshe was missinguntil she got back to
Freetown.Suddenly,Makalay'shandclampeddownon
her shoulder and yanked her back. She skidded
backwards,asif shehadsteppedon a bananapeel,and
landedon herbottom.
'Whereareyougoing,singinganddancinglikethat?'
Makalaywasso angryshewasshaking.'Do you think
thisis Freetown?'
'I ...1 ...'Olabisipickedherselfup fromtheground.
'Daddysaid...'
'Shutup aboutyourfather.He isnot God.'


















'They arenot girls! They havebecomewomen,so
talkrespectfullywhenyoutalkaboutthem.'
'Thereis asix-year-oldchild amongthem.'






Makalayshovedheraway.'If you evertry to go near
themagain,I will beatyouuntilyourskinpeels.Do you
understandme?'
Olabisirubbedherleftear.It felthot.'I justwantedto
takepicturesandaska few questionsaboutthe banda
secretsociety.'








She had sneakedout of the houseand gonewith
Eddy,her boyfriend,to.join a studentdemonstration
againsthegovernment.The demonstrationhadturned




like cockroachesattheflashof a light.Olabisihadbeen
in thethickof it. Shewaspushed,shovedandknocked
aboutuntilshethoughtshewasgoingtodie,butdidnot.
Why?
BecauseI ama woman,shewantedto cryout loudfor
Makalaytohear.I canhal/diepain.
Whenshereachedtheyard,shesatbackonthethree-
leggedstool,put the cameraon her lap andbeganto




'If yougetcircumcised,you will no longerbecalled
agborka.You will berespectedasa realwoman,fit tobe
thewifeof aparamountchief'
I don't needaparamountchiif I haveEddy.Sheshifted




backwith agentlehand.'If you don'tgetcircumcised,
no onein thisvillagewill everrespectyou.No manwill
everwantto marryyou.The riff-raffboyswill beafter
youforsexualfun,likedogs.But if yougetcircumcised,
noneof theseuglythingswill happentoyou.'Shepaused
deliberately,to let her wordssink into Olabisi'sheart.





'I ... I ... 1 ...'
'Think of theglory,Olabisi.You will be taughthow
to be a realwoman,how to cook a mealthatwould
makeyourhusbandlick hisfingers,likeachild.'
Eddy eatswitha SPOO/l,notwithhisha/lds.
'You will be taughthow to be a goodhousewife,'
Makalaycontinued,'andhow tobeawonderfulmother
toyourchildren.Think of thatday,Olabisi.Think of the
passingout ceremony,graduationday. You will be









his little peniswas wrappedup with fine gauzeand
regularlysoakedwith babyoil, to takeawaythepainof

















Makalay'sslaphit Olabisi in the facelike a small




'You have startedsleepingwith boys!'Makalay
screamed.'Gborkal'
I will notcry,Mama,Olabisididnotsayoutloud.I can
bearpain becauseI ama realwomanalready.
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CHAPTER 2
Olabisiwasreturninghomefroma streamlaterthatday,tryingtobalanceabucketofwateronherhead,just like SalayandRugiatu,thetwo
girlsaheadof her.Salaywasshortandstocky,likeawell-














andaT-shirtwith the wordsBEACH BUM splashedacrossthefront.
Why arc theyso different?Olabisiaskedherself.Are they
so cory/dentand relaxedbecausethey are circumcised?
'Hey!'Shecalledout,hurryingafterthemandspilling
morewaterfromherbucket.Shedid not care.Shewas
trying to investigatea very importantmatterhere.If
Mamawouldnot supplytheanswers,maybethesegirls
would.They lookedlike nicegirls,abouther own age,
chattingandlaughingwithoutacarein theworld.
'Hey,Rugiatu,'shecalledout,'areyou a /.;borka,or
haveyou been...'The wordsdiedin her throatasthe




the look of shockdrainedfrom their facesand was
replacedby one of anger.Olabisisteppedback,away
fromthereachof theirhate.
'It wasjust a question,'shesaid,'not an insult.You
don'thaveto answer.'
Rugiatuswungdownher bucketto theroad,then
marchedup to Olabisi. She looked as if she had
swalloweda fly by mistake.ShepushedOlabisihardin
thechest.'Whatdidyoucallme?'
'Hey!'Olabisistumbledandfellheavily.The bucket
rolled out of her grip and into the bushes. The






Olabisiscrambledbackto her feet. 'Look, I don't
wanta ...'
Rugiatupushedheragain.'Didyoucallmeagborka?'
'It'sjust aword,okay?A label.I apologise.I takeit
back.I didn'tmeanto berude.'
'No, it'snotokay.'Salayjoinedin. 'You thinkbecause
you arefrom the city you aresuperiorto the village
girls.'
'That'swhyyouwalkaroundwithyourchinstuckup
in the air like you are somebodyspecial,'Rugiatu
continued.'You arewrong.You arenothing.'
'Comeon,girls.It wasajoke.'
'Then why aren'twe laughing?'Salayasked,edging
closer.
'Did youcallmeagirl?' Rugiatugatheredthehemof
her lappa andtiedit firmlyaroundherwaist,likeabelt.
'You needa lessonin manners.'
'Look, we don't haveto fight over this.'Olabisi
switchedonaquicksmile,likeapolitician.'Cborka isjust




Rugiatu spatin her face,a thick wad of mucus.
Olabisi'sbreathstoppedin herthroat.Withoutstopping
to think she kicked Rugiatu in the stomach,
unexpectedly,thewayEddy hadtaughther to protect






Salay'slappaandrippedit off herbody.The effectwas
electritying!Salay'seyesflewwideopenwithshock.She





Olabisifelt her faceburn asRugiatu'sfingersscraped
someskinoff thebackof her neck.Shescreamedand
lashedout blindlywith her fists.The firstblowmissed.
The secondonecaughtheslighterRugiatuon theside
of theheadandshefelllike asackof rottenpotatoes.
Olabisihadnot plannedit, but a feelingof madness
hadfilledherhead.Shepounced,saton thechestof the
fallengirl andbeganto rip offher lappa.Nothingin the
worldcouldstophernow.Shetorethe lappa to shreds,
then went for the pantsand beadsaroundRugiatu's
waist.Shegavethemasharpjerk.'Now, I amgoingto
see what you have between your legs that was
circumcised,'sheshouted.
She was awareof a shadowrushing at her, then
somethingbluntandheavyhit her on theheadlike a
fallingcoconut.Shesawstars,plentyof them,beforea
darkcloudcameandblottedthemout.






'Why did you do it?'Makalayhissed,like an angry





backin a flash.'Shehit me on the head.Salayhit my
headwith a rock.'
'Why do you haveto bring me troubleinsteadof










Olabisi!Don't you realisethatYah Possehis very,very
powerful?Shecontrolsthespirits,thebondogods,whose
lawyouhavebroken.'



















you arelike your father.How do I know if you can
controlyoursexualappetite?'
'] can,Mama.I amavirgin,justlikeyourbandagirls.'
Makalaysnorted.'Stop your lies! I examinedyou
whileyouwereunconscious.If youarea virgin,thenI
amthewifeof aparamountchief'




'If your fathercannotcontrolyou, I can,'Makalay





'Yah Possehis here,with the bandawomen, to
demandthatyoubecircumcisedfor whatyoudid.'
Olabisishrankbackfromhermother.'I havenotdone






doing.'Makalay gave Olabisi a furious look, then
marchedoutof theroom.Sheslammedthedoorsohard
thatOlabisithoughttheshakyhousemightflip onto its
side.The momentMakalaywasgonefrom the room,
Olabisisprangto thewindowandopenedit acrack.She
pressedan eyeto the narrowopening.What shesaw
outsidemadeherfleshcrawlwith tear.
Madness!A crazymobof womenwasin frontof the
house,wavingknives,machetes,ticksandotherassorted




midnight,with flateyeslike a snake's.Her raffiaskirt
wentpastherknees,butdid not reachthebellschained
toherankles.Shewaswearingenoughamuletstobreak
a camel'sback,Olabisithought.On eithersideof her,








Yah Possehlifted her hand,like a salute,and the
madnessubsided.The womenstoodin broodinganger,
likearangeof volcanoes,waitingfor theirleaderto give
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theword.Then theywould eruptall overtheplaceif
necessary.









the spiritswill makethingsdifficult for you during
childbirth.'
'Oon'tsaythat!Please.I ampregnant.'
'That is why you shouldtell your husbandto help.
youbringthischildto thebandacamp.'
'Oaudais nothere.He wentto ...'
'He is on hisway.'
Oaudais on his way? Olabisiclosedthewindowand
leaptdown on to thebed.Shedraggedher back-pack
towardsher,satit on thebedandbeganto stutT it with
herdirtyslips,pants,blousesandjeans.
Jeans! Shesteppedout of herskirtandwriggledinto
thejeans.Sheputon herrunningshoesanddid up the
laces.Then shehoistedthe back-packon to her back,
passingherhandsthroughtheshoulderstraps.Shesquared
hershouldersto distributetheweightof theback-pack
andhurriedoverto thedoor.Sheopenedit a crack,and
stuckoutherhead.Therewasnoonearound.
Shetip-toedacrossthesittingroomto thebackdoor.




















clusterof mangotrees.An idealit up insidehermind.
Wouldit work?Therewasonlyonewayto findout.
o Withoutslowingdown,shestooped,scoopedup the
emptybucketandflung it behindher in onesmooth
move.The bucketflewtowardsDauda'slegsandcrashed
intothem.He felllikearoll of thunder.Olabisiwassure
shefelt thegroundshakeunderher feet.Shethrewa
briefglanceoverhershoulders.Daudahadfallenon his
faceasif he wantedto eattheearth.It wouldbe some
timebeforehefeltlike runningagain.
Olabisidisappearedinto thethickbush.
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